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STORM CLOUDS gathered over the icy peaks and winds howled through shadowed gorges. Snow fell in great flakes that thudded into the valleys below, choking everything with suffocating whiteness, only to be churned up by whirlwinds and flung against the sides of a great castle someone had decided to build in perhaps the most inhospitable spot on the Face of the World. 

All in all, just another pleasant afternoon in the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia. 

Within that castle a warm glow pervaded a great hall where banners fluttered whenever a door somewhere was opened and rapidly closed again. A fireplace large enough to burn entire trees, roots and all, roared gamely, sending sparks up the great chimney. Every now and then the flames spitted with angry venom as chunks of ice fell down from above as two forces of nature battled it out within the domestic confines of Mount Snowdin. 

A man stood before the fire, a big, wide-set man made even wider by a fur-trimmed robe of rich stuff in red and gold. He flexed leg muscles and posed, hands on hips, soaking up the warmth and dodging the occasional spit-ball from the angry flames before him. 

“Splendid,” he said, enjoying the moment in kingly fashion. Not surprising, given this was King Zolid the Third of the House Saxotiern, undisputed, though admittedly sometimes disputed, ruler of Xenia from the highest frozen peak to the deepest frozen lake and all the equally frozen bits in between. 

“Did you say something my dear?” a loving voice piped up over the moaning winds outside and the man turned. 

“I said, splendid, dearest queen of my heart.” 

“What is splendid?” the lady addressed so affectionately replied, a little sleepy but still awake enough to feel the sways and trembles of the rocky edifice the royal couple were currently visiting, if taking refuge from sudden death can be so considered. They were about halfway through one of their periodic progresses through those bits of the kingdom where assassination attempts were less likely, due perhaps to the adverse weather conditions of course. The vibrations had shifted the queen partly off her throne to one side of the huge fire and she kept shifting herself back again. Something fell off a wall somewhere, a dim clatter followed by a distant scream. 

“Well, everything dearest,” King Zolid replied, unperturbed. “Our daughter is abroad learning new ways. The kingdom is secure. The last three rebellions have been snuffed out most completely, autumn is upon us already and my newly installed Chief of Security assures me peace reigns across the land.” He rubbed large red hands together enthusiastically. “Looking forward to supper too.” 

“Is it wise to allow Vonrigg so much power at the moment, what with the heir to the throne, our beloved Princess Rapture, out of the country?” 

“Hmn, state politics,” and the king stepped a little closer to the fire as if the subject had a chill to it most unwelcome. A spark and splash made him move away again and he wandered around the flagged and carpeted floor a moment, his robes rustling audibly as they adjusted to his movements. 

“Vonrigg? Splendid chap. Seven feet tall, so people say. Not that anyone has dared to measure him of course. Imagine someone rushing up to the man with a stepladder and tape measure.” The image made him chuckle deep within his capacious chest. “House Vonrigg has always been staunch allies to House Saxotiern, since time imponderable.” 

The king paused at a narrow window and looked out at the battling elements, perhaps pondering the imponderable, how great and powerful families got along in such an unstable and challenging society which the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia engendered. 

“It’s snowing again,” he eventually said as flakes shattered against the thick crystal panes of the deep set window like beer glasses in a bar fight, scoring it here and there with steel-edged determination. 

“It has been snowing here non-stop for the last forty two years my love, so my Robe Mistress has assured me,” came a plaintive sigh. “You seem restless.” 

King Zolid turned and faced his wife just as she shifted herself back into a more dignified position on the cushioned throne of elaborately carved ebony. 

“It’s my girl,” the man said with a surge of emotion hitherto suppressed. “I miss her being here. I miss the sound of her footsteps as she races across the floor to greet me whenever I manage to find her in some room or other, her shrieks of laughter at the servants and the way she throws buns at peasants to fill their bellies with.” He still envisioned her as a sprightly five year old, forgetting she had grown into a graceful girl almost in her teens. 

“But we could not ignore that token brought by a distant herald in such a funny costume, dearest love, that old, old coin burdened with destiny,” the queen insisted softly, recalling the solemn ceremony that accompanied all postal deliveries from beyond the barriers. “All the signs were there. I instantly consulted the Visionary Cards and they kept insisting she must go on a journey, else there was no future for us here in our beloved Xenia. I went through twenty packs and they all came up with the Goblet of Doom or the Frozen Dragon.” 

“Frozen Dragon? Ah, one of those things up north somewhere, locked in quartz where they belong. Legends and whatnot. Splendid stuff.” The king gathered himself up with recovered assurance thanks largely to his favourite word. “It is I am sure, sweet majesty, all for the best.” Then a thoughtful look commanded his bearded countenance a moment. “Where is she again?” 

“Who, my lordly master?” 

“Our daughter, you know, the princess. Brown hair. Ponytail.” 

The queen glanced at a ruby pendant she always wore, night and day, and gazed at its pulsating light. Something about it suggested there was a sympathising pulse elsewhere, a thousand miles or more away. It was shaped like a heart. She pressed it to herself and her eyes lit with a strange fire. 

“Frangea, a land of sunshine and sea breezes,” came a wistful response. The queen had also scanned the glossy tourist brochures that had come with the heraldic invitation to attend an exclusive seminary fit for a princess. 

“Sunshine I have heard tell of, an undiluted form of daylight so my Informers say, but sea breezes? What by the nine sacred toes of the mighty Saxa are they?” 

“Another world,” came an even dreamier reply. “Another world.” 

King Zolid the Third could give no answer to this, turning his attention once again to the fast decaying fire. 

“All for the best, my sweet, all for the best,” he muttered into his beard. Then he brightened as another new idea seeped into half-thawed brain cells. “I feel a trip of my own coming on,” he said. 

As he spoke a maid had just entered with a tray full of refreshments which she promptly dropped upon the stone floor with a crash. The queen fell off her throne and there were at least three screams and a feline yowl somewhere else in the castle. 
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ALL WAS BUSTLE IN AN instant. Retainers and servants appeared from shadowy corners. Shouts of instructions echoed along distant byways within the great edifice, matching the howling winds and rattling tapestries in less favoured parts of the embattled castle. 

The king would go a journey and the royal coach must be made ready. Differential batteries that took advantage of cold gradients had to be charged to the fullest and the fabric of the vehicle raised in temperature from the absolute zero of brittleness to a survivable level of pliancy. A hundred folk dressed in dark furriness swarmed up and down slippery steps and made ready the way with gripper mats and strategic cushions. 

“Must you go, dear heart?” his queen begged caution. 

“The fire is getting low. I would wish to visit the royal log pile to pick out a tree to bank it up with.” 

There was a collective sigh all around the greatness of majesty. The royal log pile was at the end of a sheltered, south facing courtyard. A journey indeed, but a blessedly short one. The royal coach would not be needed and orders were passed along to relevant lackeys it could be powered down. There was one problem though. The continuous falling snow had built up a twenty foot drift between the triple-layered door to the mound of icy wood across the yard since the last tree had been brought in and everyone stared at a wall of whiteness once the final layer of thick doors had been unjammed with a blowtorch and diamond-tipped chisel. 

The king stared at this obstacle to kingly power uncertain how to proceed. 

“Might I suggest, your majesty?” a suave voice intervened. It was the Prime Mover, obliged to follow his liege lord everywhere for the ear of the king was essential to the chief politician of the High Table of the Kingdom. King Zolid turned and looked down at a handsome young man, a mere lad to his eye, who had been voted into this powerful office on the back of an unmatched battle skating prowess that had launched a sporting celebrity career where popularity counted more than statesmanship. He was the darling of the village peasants, terribly popular and a pinup among the court maids, even those who had forgotten what it was like to have teeth. His association with the royal family increased the popularity of House Saxotiern and all its branches tenfold in on-grid polls or so certain Informers whispered to the king. His support had been crucial in suppressing the last three rebellions. 

“You may suggest,” the king eventually said to the kneeling figure as a chunk of compacted snow fell with a resounding plop onto the door mat like a gauntlet challenge. 

There was a clicking of fingers and from an adjacent vestibule numerous spade-wielding peasants appeared in woolly garments. In moments with military precision they attacked the wall of whiteness, chanting old forest songs about clearing the way for greatness. It was a splendid show and King Zolid looked on in marvel. 

In no time at all it seemed a trench ten feet wide was dug into the snowy barrier with buzz saw efficiency, a tunnel of icy blue. The Prime Mover, smiling with dazzling delight, bowed his lord and master forward. 

“Your journey awaits, your majesty,” he said, pushing an officious lackey aside and offering to hold a warming torch to guide the way. 

With this kind of loyal encouragement it did not take long for the king to survey the wooden mass of piled up logs and having made his choice, the indefatigable minions of the Popularity Party leader dragged the chosen tree back to the castle. All in all it was a successful trip. The fire was replenished, crackling nicely, and everyone congratulated themselves with mulled wine from the vineyards of Frangea. That was the land both king and queen had pondered earlier, the one with undiluted sunshine and mysterious sea breezes currently being enjoyed by the undisputed, though perhaps sometimes disputed, heir to the Crystal Throne of Xenia. 
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ONLY ONE MAN STOOD aloof from all this merriment. A very tall man in swathes of dark velvet, picked out here and there by ornate daggers of gold, the fasteners of choice for this sinister individual. Upon the scowling visage to one side of a hooked nose a livid scar wrinkled disapprovingly at such jovial antics. 

His isolation did not go unnoticed. 

“Come, Vonrigg,” a suave admonishment cut through the gloom. “Is this any way to celebrate a tree-burning that brings warmth and hope to a chilly land?” 

“Prime Mover,” came a voice resembling jagged metal scraped sullenly across frozen granite, “our king finds comfort in curious ways.” 

“And you do not approve of the king’s comfort?” 

“Don’t toy with me Valerit Traid. You forget yourself. Your barony is but a new creation. I remember you as a nervous little pageboy handing out napkins on festal days.” There was a menacing glint in the man’s eyes just then that owed nothing to the great fire at the less gloomy end of the hall. 

“We must all grow into something, eventually,” Traid said casually. 

“Aye, something indeed. Your immediate predecessor Doizig grew into a destabilising annoyance and once the axe of state had fallen he ceased to hold office. I witnessed his last moments myself, along with some of his rebellious associates.” 

“In my endeavours to make this a more progressive, forward-thinking land am I, in your severe opinion, becoming a destabilising annoyance also, Baron Vonrigg?” came a challenging response. The man’s eyes twinkled with an assuredness only vouchsafed to someone who knew his position secure. “Or rather could my policies provide a much needed steadying influence in this volatile land? A stool has three legs for a reason.” 

“You seem to have imbibed foreign philosophies along with meaningless allusions to plebeian furniture, Traid,” came a disapproving answer. “I am an old-fashioned soul and prefer traditional methods. Unquestioned authority and a hammer blow against rebellion.” He indicated the king regaling courtiers with merry tales before the great fire. “Loyalty is not a power to trifle with. That silly trick with the spades makes it seem the people of this land are but slaves who do your bidding rather than in the name of the king.” 

“Not slaves, but willing hearts clubbed together in displays of affection for their monarch. I am the Prime Mover, chosen merely to direct such enthusiasms. Unity is only unity in multitudes.” 

“Aye. It is a truism also that masses have a tendency to fall upon those that raise them up with ideas of glory not meet for their humble station. A great bank of glittering snow can at any time become a crushing avalanche hard as diamonds. There are better ways, tried and trusted ways, to ensure stability in the land. As State Security is now my office I can assure you there will be no need of new ideas to meet the challenges of these changing times.” A meaning glance at his young and handsome companion and he continued his philosophy on statehood. “A foolish decision it was to send the sole heir of the Crystal Throne off on a jaunt to foreign lands. Her royal father may live to regret that.” 

“It is high time our people should benefit from a more progressive ruler, someone with wider views of Xenia’s place in the world,” Traid countered easily, comfortable with familiar policies. “While absent she is also safely distant from certain folk,” he added archly, not looking at Vonrigg but toying with a tassel on his cape as he spoke. 

“There are those whose reach can cross countless storm barriers, my freshly minted baron of the people.” 

“Well it is hardly to be expected the Exalted Princess Rapture will find herself alone among the surf and beach balls, whatever they may be, while attending at that curious school her royal father wisely sent her. I therefore will ensure a special envoy advise upon matters in that distant land and keep our beloved heir safe from harm.” Valerit Traid gave the Security Chief a knowing look as if to say he was one step ahead of him. The sinister baron proved a match for him in this. 

“You think I do not know the responsibilities of my own office? It is a matter of necessity that the heir to the throne be watched at all times, wherever her royal father might send her. Even over the Edge if need be.” Baron Vonrigg glared down at his powerful rival “We are in agreement in this matter,” he sneered, “if not in others.” 

With this comment the baron snorted and marched off to another corner of the hall where there was even more shadow to brood upon. Traid’s gaze followed him a moment before his handsome face was marred by a frown. 

So then, spider webs were being cast across the Face of the World. A curious race had begun as to who could spin sticky strands fastest and most surely. It was a race he felt he must win, for the good of the realm. Xenia could not be forever overshadowed by this monster whose many-limbed schemes sat astride the land, keeping it in the dark ages when the more blessed peoples beyond the storm barriers enjoyed the benefits of futurity and something called chocolate sponge cake. 

The Prime Mover gestured to an aide and gave urgently whispered orders before he too changed his position, choosing to join the circle of courtiers around the merrily oblivious king, doing what he did best, enjoying the warm glow of popularity. 
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A SOFT CARPET of leaves aided the intruder in his stealthy mission. Although the Frangea autumn was as mild as mild could be, someone had told the trees to shed their leaves at this time of year whether they wanted to or not. Thus a gentle drift of floating shapes tumbled silently down from the heights above, occasionally making the intruder brush a leaf off his shoulder as he paused in his progress. 

The trees also agreed to make their leaves change colour so that a medley of reds and golds mingled in the canopy and created a kaleidoscope of tints upon the forest floor. Here and there a purple or blue leaf gave the intruder pause. He was not from Frangea and was not used to the occasional wild fling or innovative spirit of the land that threw up these little bits of crazy extravagance. 

He was also not used to mollusc traps. 

Crunch! 

The boy looked down. A snail shell? 

It was as if the silence of the forest fled and a cacophony of sound swept between the tree trunks. Shrieks and howls rose up from shadowy bushes and haunted leaf mounds. 

The intruder was certainly not used to seeing a demon with red curly hair and a fierce expression bearing down upon him from higher ground. So he fled. 

It was not enough to save him a bruising as a pine cone, hurtled with formidable force, struck the padded cap upon his head, the only thing preventing instant death. 

The attacker paused, master of the ground, kicking up leaves in a victory dance of sorts. 

“This is our territory!” came the challenging cry. “Claimed in the name of Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls!” 

The redhead looked around her, a pine cone in one fist, as she checked to see if there were any other enemies present. A missile launched from some unseen vantage point clattered against a silvery birch tree and nestled in the fallen leaves a moment. 

“Just practising,” a voice sounded cheerily and a dark-skinned girl appeared from behind another tree. She was wearing a turban festooned with ferns and a colourful array of leaves that looked more like a decorative arrangement than a means to blend into the surroundings. 

“Be careful Sunshine,” the redhead said, still tense. “We haven’t cleared the area of unexploded shells and enemy stragglers yet.” 

“They straggled that way,” another voice insisted. 

“Don’t move,” came a warning. “You’re right in the middle of a shell field.” 

The redhead froze, a look of alarm in her deep blue eyes. 

As she remained very still a curious scene unfolded. Two identical sprites with identical blonde hair tied with identical ribbons into identical pigtails appeared from a narrow gully, rustled noisily through the leaves and then began scanning the area around where their colleague stood. Every now and then they would dip down and retrieve something from among the leaves. 

“There,” one said. “All secured.” 

Crunch! 

“Except that one,” the other added as the redhead stepped forward to greet her friends. She looked down at the remains of an empty snail shell half-hidden by a great oak leaf of crimson and dark green hue. Briefly she paused to admire the contrast. 

“I fear,” a soft and carefully modulated voice opined, “Bubbles has lost a limb and may need carrying back to base before she faints from loss of blood.” 

“That’s okay Rappy,” was the dismissive reply as the redhead appraised the latest newcomer to the claimed territory. “We Frangean girls are equal to fragmentation shells, even those planted by the twins.” 

Fizzy and Divvy Massking looked pleased at the thought. 

“We too are equal,” one said. 

“Precisely the same,” the other concluded. 

Bubbles stared at the two girls a moment but resisted the temptation to reduce their number by going cross-eyed. 

“Thanks for that vital piece of strategic information, twins,” she said. “Right, as leader of the Dorm Flare troops, I order we do a flanking movement and bombard the Chancefleet rebels with a flurry of very hard and pointy pine cone grenades.” 

“Hey, when did you get to be leader?” Sunshine Allouette said, bustling forward in her layers of combat gear so thick they could fend off a tank round most likely. Although Frangea’s autumns were indeed very mild the girl from Greetiyah had grown up in the seriously hot and sandy wastes of the deserts that dominated her homeland. Her tribe were fierce sand warriors and very proud. 

“Since the time I was born here,” Bubbles countered for Frangea was the land of her birth. “I know the territory like a native, chiefly because I am a native,” she added with flawless logic. The twins sniggered at this. 

“May I be so bold?” came a soft voice from what everyone had thought was a pile of leaves scooped up by someone to clear a pathway along one of the nearby amble walks. Many of these unmarked trails threaded through this part of the forest on the slopes of Mount Syzywyg. The leaves increased in animation and resolved themselves into a modest figure with blue-black hair and a pale earnest expression. The gown she wore imitated the Frangea autumn fall perfectly. Sharshua Dragonsong paused when everyone’s eyes suddenly fixed upon her and Bubbles struck up a launching pose, pine cone at the ready. 

“If it would not be too presumptuous,” she began again after blinking slowly. “Perhaps we should consider our own Princess Rapture as the leader of our Dorm? She is... royalty, a princess from the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia,” and she bowed to the graceful figure in her elegant army fatigues that showed more than a hint of glitter. She had insisted it could disrupt early warning radar if the Chancefleet enemy might perhaps possess such a thing among their armoury of calculators, grid-apps and really sharp pencils. 

“Well,” Bubbles hesitated. She was a great admirer of the princess, being the polar opposite of the harum-scarum Frangea girl as her poise and coolness under fire were an inspiration at times. “We don’t actually recognise royalty here in the republic of Frangea, land of the free, that is free wheeling and free dealing, if I remember the national motto correctly from my long departed small school days. Besides the president’s role is largely ceremonial, and we need action, verve, merciless aggression and decisiveness, possibly.” 

The twins sniggered again. 
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OFTEN THEY WERE OBSERVERS of the doings of others while they quietly went about the strange dual life they led and were quite happy to be in the background of things, watching and waiting their moment. It was a trait that made them very special indeed. Along with their curious habit of collecting empty snail shells. 

Princess Rapture had questioned the Nordeyer girls on this hobby when they first met and their reply was curious, if a trifle befuddling. 

“They’re pretty,” one said, not unreasonably. 

“No two the same,” the other elaborated. 

“Just like us.” 

“On the outside only of course.” 

“Because inside they are very still.” 

The princess presumed they meant empty, silent and so unchanging. She shuddered after trying to delve deeper into this and was grateful for an additional piece of information that deflected her thoughts from the convolutions of such snail shell minds. 

“Besides, they make such a lovely crunching noise when stepped on by the unwary.” 

Thinking perhaps they had squished a live snail, was the unspoken thought that burdened Princess Rapture’s mind at this colourful conclusion. The girls did apparently cultivate live specimens, especially among the giant species, and would watch their laboured movements for hours at a time, tracking their silvery paths up walls and across paving slabs like hunters after big game. It was the abandoned shells they liked to accumulate most though. 

Admittedly it was a much more appealing hobby than Bubbles’s spider hordes as the redhead called her own favoured nature study. The princess was all too familiar with the menace of spiders of a very different kind than the ones decorating a corner of the seminary’s roof gardens with graceful filigree designed to entangle prey and await a living death. A different kind of trap from the ambiguity of unperceived emptiness. 

It was perfectly right to say an empty snail shell was not truly empty. Contained within it was a memory of what was there before, like a dinosaur footprint in mud turned to rock. Or the chalk outline of a dead body. 

It took years for Bubbles to realise when someone died they did not leave that curious outline themselves, like a tree shedding leaves. She had to see it with her own eyes, and when her grandpapa passed away peacefully in his bed while mumbling of an endless prairie stretching out before him as a new world to master, no outline was left in the bed where he lay. Just this elderly creature, so relaxed, so peaceful and still. She stared and stared until the tears came and she was led away. That had been three years before and she had since dreamed of that endless prairie where the old man seemed at his most happy, and she was glad. One day she would join him there. They would ride together, he on his great bay mare Fortinglas and she in her favourite hover flitter with its dents of battle, braving the land and the wide open sky above. The emptiness of that bed was a memory too, that would linger for all of time. 
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BUBBLES BANNATYNE WAS growing fast, letting those memories carry her along to a destiny barely conceivable. If one were to open the pages of futurity to her particular chapter and show what was written there she would roar. That future was mere steps away and there was no denying the spidery strands that led her along the destined path. 

It all took shape when her father suggested after she had tried to dropkick one teacher too many in small school that it might be better for her to attend a more exclusive educational establishment when she turned eleven. A place where ladylike demeanour was the norm, and respect for authority essential. Bubbles had not rebelled at the thought. More worlds to conquer, but her pet flitter Floaty had to remain home. Thankfully as they lived in Frangea home was not too far away and every now and then during parental lectures on conflict resolution a curious glint would appear in her eyes. 

Formal education began and conflict could be resolved within the classroom to a degree. Some lessons were not only attended inattentively but brought other lessons with them. It was a bigger world for the feisty redhead than even she imagined. And she embraced it with both fists. Not always with the intended result. 

“Yes, Miss Bannatyne?” the teacher responded to an eagerly raised hand during one such lesson. 

“We could mass forces at the point where the blue zone intersects the red zone, do a flanking motion so the enemy are surrounded and then massacre them piecemeal sir. Then we could...” 

The redhead paused, noticing everyone in class was staring at her. The twins sniggered somewhere at the back. The teacher was staring at her too, one eyelid twitching slightly. 

“That is certainly an option,” Mr Bantleberry said distantly. “However, we have not divided our example river delta in this gridography lesson,” and he coughed out the words sarcastically, “into coloured zones as yet, nor is there an intention of massacring silt deposits. Be that as it may, I just might mention your name to the sports captain later on today. She is always on the lookout for uncontrolled enthusiasm and violence that needs direction among the new batch of first years.” 

“Yes sir,” Bubbles said solemnly, her battle dreams dissipating like cannon smoke. She turned swiftly when she heard sniggering behind her again but Fizzy and Divvy Massking looked the identical pictures of pigtailed innocence, if their scrunched up exercise books were anything to go by. 

Though their literacy was doubtful and they often mistook kindness for kidneys, the twins from Nordeyer had a certain organised chaos it would do well to mind when in a tight spot, Bubbles admitted. 
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NOT ALL LESSONS WERE learned indoors for there were also the amble walks in the early days of autumn. Her year would be led out of the grounds of Miss Plazenby’s by the Fit Mistress, otherwise known as Miss Elia Dubbers, and up into the glorious light and shadow of forested ways upon the slopes of Mount Syzywyg. It was a landscape ideal for ambush. Amid the weavings of barely discerned paths the little group of girls were made to halt upon a vantage point and gaze out across the land which made Bubbles’s loyal chest swell with Frangean pride. 

“Miss, what’s that pale shape over there between the trees?” someone asked. 

“Enemy territory,” came the ill-advised reply from a teacher too imbibed with a sense of honour for the school she taught at to realise more than one set of ears took in the phrase with intense curiosity. Something in the demeanour of the redhead with an odd glint in her eye made the lady cough apologetically. 

“By that, ahem,” she corrected herself, “I mean, what you are gazing upon is Chancefleet. The Most Prestigious Academy for Young Gentlemen.” 

“Young Gentlemen?” a wistful comment floated up from the assembled girls. 

“Boys. By which I also mean,” this said more sternly, “forbidden territory, out of bounds, residing in another dimension all together, barriers uncrossable. Come along.” 

With that her charges were led down another amble walk away from a most dangerous place, though one of their number lingered a little longer. 

Of course Bubbles knew about Chancefleet, it being a famous academy that churned out leaders of industry and prime loafers of leisure. Like Miss Plazenby’s, pupils from all over the world, across countless storm barriers, attended, were taught, knocked out of shape and into shape again before being sent back home to blaze a trail of glory in the lands of their birth. Her own father had spent at least a year there, but he did not talk about it much. His drive and ambition were sharpened by the experience, or so he said, and led him while still a young man to found his own flitter airline with routes extending well beyond the boundaries of Frangea. His catchy claim that all his flitters were guaranteed to never have crashed more than once proved to be a winner. It made him very rich, so he could afford to send his only daughter to the Most Exclusive Seminary for Girls in existence. How though, did grandpapa afford to send him to the equally expensive Chancefleet? He had been a prairie rancher in a land where battles were fought over grasslands with bitter rivals and no one could ever come out on top. At least, not without air power. 

Now, here she was, in one great centre of learning, with its playing fields and boundaries, and just over the massive slopes of Mount Syzywyg, was another great centre of learning. Rivals from before she was born, fighting for territory, forest lands, amble walks and the right to be ruler of the mountain. These were but embryonic thoughts in the mind of the harum-scarum redhead until that fatal day war was declared by an unprovoked attack led by a big-eared boy and his savage cronies upon a lone figure dreaming modestly of world conquest. 

––––––––
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“HOW MANY BUTTERFLIES is that, miss?” one of the girls in the nature amble class had asked hopefully, as if the answer might be more than enough. 

“Fifty three,” came the unwearied response. Miss Dubbers was a nature lover of course and endeavoured to enthuse her pupils with a similar emotion, for this was the essence of teaching. “Well done girls, a splendid effort at spotting the profuse variety of winged insects in this section of the grounds. Another twenty five sections to go on this side of the slope and we should be done.” 

Her class was widely scattered by this time so they could enjoy the fresh air and kick leaves about. In a dip of the land, out of sight of the others, Bubbles had wandered far off and was presently examining the potential climbability of a certain tree for look out purposes when there was a whistle from the underbrush and a sudden flurry of pine cones descended upon her. Wounded terribly, she managed to fend off the attack with hastily acquired missiles of her own, tagging at least two of her assailants before they disappeared back over the undefined border to Chancefleet territory. 

Everything became clear at that moment. Her place in the world came into sharp focus. Suddenly the redhead was enthused in her own way by the discovery of what it meant to be a Plazenby girl. Pledging loyalty to her cause, she accepted the challenge presented to her by enemies and rivals. She had purpose. She had focus. She had a fistful of pine cones and a mind full of strategy. Bubbles Bannatyne was determined to take on anyone foolish enough to invade her land, threaten her friends, her dorm mates, and would die fighting for the glory of Frangea. 
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“SO MOGLIK, what do you think?” 

The man swished the lilac cape back and forth with such a flourish it ruffled the furry tunic of his Robe Master. 

“Well, Prime Mover, it is certainly you,” came the cautious reply. 

Valerit Traid paused and looked again at the tall, slim image of himself in the ornate mirror. Upon his broad shoulders was draped a heavy, slightly sparkling fabric that fell in pleasing folds and was intended to be the last word in court fashion. 

Ever since he had been voted the leader of the Popularity Party in Xenia, Traid had felt a need to bridge what appeared a widening gap between the people and their hereditary rulers of the House Saxotiern. The most effective way of doing this was to have a decorative slipper in each camp. To be both a simple man of the people and a ridiculously sumptuous courtier. Such a careful balancing act required quick reactions and even quicker costume changes. The heavy decorative cape when wrapped just so, bespoke elegance and poise, yet as soon as the Prime Mover was called to a meeting of the Popularists in Crysiar, he could march down the interconnecting corridor from the Presence Chamber to the People’s Palace, whip off the cloak and present himself in dour fustian that marked him as a working man, earning his bread with the sweat of his brow, just like the other deputies of the scattered villages across the land. Well, some of them anyway. 

Of course the diamond earring could not help sparkling as he nodded at associates in the government, ministers suggested by himself and appointed by the ever accommodating King Zolid. Nor could that winning smile fail to gleam, just as it did when he won medal after medal upon the icy surface of lakes across the land in fierce combat with other all-year-round winter sports competitors. He was a winner, no matter how one looked at him. Every moment of his life was like surmounting a podium. Politics was merely another contest of skill, but all the while he never lost sight of the land of his birth. He was indeed a man of the people and he was determined to make sure the people never forgot that. 

“Ah, Moglik, ever the diplomat in the realm of aesthetics,” he replied to his Robe Master’s ambiguous appraisal. “If I were a creature of pure evil like Baron Vonrigg,” here he paused and looked around the well-furnished apartment with a little nervousness, for Vonrigg had spies everywhere of course, “this cape would be dark and sharp and menacing. So, I am a lilac-souled being am I?” Traid laughed softly and his Robe Master, brought up in the old school of royal courts, maintained a dignified frigidity as he twitched the fabric a little, thereby showing his thoughts were engaged solely upon that which concerned him. The dressing of important bodies in a manner becoming their station and his noble profession, the fashion conscience for the high mightinesses of the land. 

“Vally darling, you look outrageous as usual,” a sultry wavering voice sounded in the tiring room and the Prime Mover turned to greet the newcomer. 

“Mother,” he warmly said, pecking her on a proffered cheek only lightly powdered. “I see you have begun to celebrate early.” He could not help noticing a bottle in one hand and a full goblet in the other. A flick of the head and Moglik bowed, clicked his heels and departed, the personification of discretion, that is until he met a maid in a back corridor moments later and became the epicentre of gossip. 

“This season’s first swoon party without the presence of the princess will be a tricky affair,” Traid’s mother noted between gulps of wine once they were alone. 

“She’s only eleven mother, as you well know. Her presence at such events tended to be brief. She would turn up in some ridiculous silvery gown peppered with foreign flowers to avoid mishap, be bowed to, and then the queen would remind her it was well past her bedtime. She would wail, everyone would commiserate politely, and off she would be chased to bed with half a dozen maids giggling along with her. Only then would the party actually start. This childish preface can easily be dispensed with.” 

“Except the loyal toast to the heir of the Crystal Throne,” his mother said a little woozily. “Don’t ferrgit that.” 

“Mother! Must you drink so much?” 

“Yes. You know Vally dearest, it’s to ferrgit.” 

“Forget what?” 

“I... can’t remember.” Then her confusion cleared. “See! It’s working.” 

“One thing everyone cannot forget,” Traid continued, “and this swoon party will highlight the fact, is the princess will indeed be absent. The heir to the throne far away across the storm barriers and our newly appointed Security Chief grumbling and menacing at every opportunity. His hidden self is becoming more visible, and thus more readily opposed. Why only yesterday I was able to intervene to prevent a village from being wiped out by followers of Vonrigg.” 

“Wiped out?” his mother replied, almost at that point herself as she giggled briefly. 

“Oh, he deflected the ire of the people’s representatives by calling it a relocation. Two of his spidery network of fortresses needed better communication and the settlement of Merlikka was very much in the way. Thus the place had to be demolished in short order. As soon as I heard of this decision I intervened. You should have seen how grateful the villagers were. They had been frozen in that spot for generations and I ensured they would continue to do so rather than rebuild upon a south-facing slope a few degrees warmer some miles off from their ancestral homes. A slope, I might add, prone to dangerous avalanches. Merlikka might not be the most salubrious of spots in Xenia but it is safe from the worst this challenging land can throw up.” 

As if in agreement his mother did so. Calmly her dutiful son rang for a maid and departed on festivity bound. 

––––––––
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SWOON PARTIES HAD BEEN all the rage in Xenia since before the founding of House Saxotiern it was claimed, but then Xenia was a land of rages and tempests and not a few melodramatic squabbles. It invented cliff-hangers and the perennial dream of a happy ever after. Passion and emotion without reason gripped whole communities and when worked up into a frenzy there was nothing better at relieving pent up tension than an all out rebellion and barring that, mass swoonings. 

The costume theme for this first swoon party of the season was brigands and acrobats, a curious mix that guaranteed variety on the dance floor. The location was yet another blizzard-scarred castle, one closer to the capital Crysiar for King Zolid was on the homeward leg of his royal jaunt. The three great spires of Tricicle sheltered beneath the Frozen Heights where reinforced windows of the dance hall glowed gamely into a snow-flecked night as party goers made ready to give their all in the name of pleasure. 

Male participants were encouraged to regale themselves with the most romantic of looks, from bandoliers and stripy capes draped over one shoulder, to baggy leather breeches, earrings of large dimensions, topped off with blood-red head-scarfs and pointy dark beards, flashing gold teeth and striking eye glances enhanced by crystal lenses. 

As for the women, dark curly locks wildly ruffled kept everyone at a safe distance for exploding roses were daringly tangled in their hair. Blousy skirts in layered fabrics billowed out at every energetic twirl. Bangles clattered in tune to the music with such precision it drowned out all conversation from those brave enough to venture close to the dance floor to watch the challenge matches that always formed among the showy participants. 

As soon as the dedication to House Saxotiern was completed, including a pledge of loyalty to the princess across the storm barriers, a thunderous blast and scattering of a singed wig heralded the start of festivities as one acrobatic lady had saluted too vigorously when the king raised his goblet in honour of absent souls. 

“The old fool,” one particular individual muttered at the back of the crowd where marble pillars carved to resemble icicles half-hid the tall figure of the Security Chief. “Sending the hope of the nation away just when his throne is at its most vulnerable. A lesson he needs in statehood, and a lesson he will get.” 

With calculated timing, another figure appeared alongside Vonrigg, smirking with intent. 

“Traitorous talk from someone so trusted in high circles,” the familiar voice said. “I thought I might find you hovering here like a shadow creature just beyond the reach of purifying light.” 

“Traid! Your loyal mutterings do not bother me. I have forces a plenty to deal with those who dare entangle themselves in my duties.” 

“Duties? Like when you threatened to obliterate the village of Merlikka?” 

“That miserable settlement clinging to an exposed rock? Bah! If they choose to remain in such purgatory, more fool they. Such opposition cannot thwart me.” 

“You made them an offer they could not refuse, until I stepped in,” Traid replied with a provocative sniff just as three brigands began a death fight with flashing blades that made ladies close enough to feel the sparks swoon with dramatic effect, creating a temporary gap in the encircling spectators. It was soon filled by newcomers eager to be thrilled to the point of unconsciousness. The sight of blood made several men faint too and Baron Vonrigg snorted. 

“They love you, these foolish peasants,” he admitted. “As if such an evanescent emotion could sustain a nation. It has to be fed continuously by external forces. Fear though, that feeds off itself.” 

“I could not expect you to understand the finer emotions contained in a human heart,” Traid sneered. “Look at you. How could anyone expect kindness or consideration, let alone affection, be inspired by that scowling visage, scarred by violence, twisted by thwarted ambition. King Zolid is loved by his people. The princess is adored by the young, the future of this land, a force for stability amid the gales and tempests of a wild and demanding place. Mountains lower themselves before her, valleys embrace her and every winding path glories in the touch of her blessed feet. Even the storm barriers part to let her pass.” 

“Flowery speeches have oft been cut through by a keen-edged argument,” Vonrigg countered. “A giddy child, softened by foreign ways, is hardly the answer to the future prosperity of this land of frozen dragons and sleeping ogres.” 

“It seems to me, my dear baron, not all the ogres are sleeping,” the Prime Mover responded archly. “Watch, and see what it means to be loved by the people of this land. See loyalty to the throne personified.” 

With that Valerit Traid strode magnificently onto the dance floor in full brigand demeanour, tapping an unwary occupant of a spot he wished to master and dismissing the unfortunate fellow with a powerful blow that cleared a space for him to flourish his own keen-edged argument. 

The extravagant gesture created a ripple among the spectators as wave after wave of over-excited court maidens in every colour of the rainbow toppled over with gasps and sighs in such numbers that stretchers were called for and screams of passion rang out across the magnificent hall amid the sparkling snow cluster lights. 

Baron Vonrigg turned his back upon this display, scowling darkly as he departed the festivities with long strides, shutting out further screams of adoration from impressionable youth. 

His footsteps rang along an empty corridor until he reached a set of double doors. Crashing through them, he entered a vestibule lit by a single red glow. Beyond were thick barriers of tinted glass. These too gave way to his angry progress and he found himself upon a snowy balcony blasted by icy wind. Beyond was darkness, the uninhabitable mountain passes of the Frozen Heights. Except it was not completely dark. Here and there clusters of red dots could be seen, apparently stationary. If one were to look long enough however a sort of pulsating movement might be discerned, as if the lights breathed slowly in anticipation of sudden ferocious movement. All it took was a simple word of command and the deed was done. 

“My children,” Vonrigg muttered amid the howling wind. “There is more than one kind of love in this benighted world.” He gazed out at the assembled lights, admiring the staunch loyalty of their owners as they waited for his instructions. A gloved hand was raised, as if tempting a signal to flourish in deadly purpose. Whispering scratchy noise no living creature could possibly make danced in the tempestuous air eagerly before a bellow of fury sounded into the night. 

“Will someone shut that bloody door! It’s freezing!” 

With an angry gesture Baron Vonrigg stayed his hand, turned on his heel and departed back into the castle, remembering to shut the door behind him. Outside, the red glowing dots scuttled away with an air of disappointment, the scratchy sounds receding into the night. The waiting monsters knew their time would come. 
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CHERRYBALL FLATS in the Free Land of Frangea was one of those settlements that simply had to exist, straddling as it did pathways from the hilly country down to the beachfront where travellers tended to halt, for there was nothing but the ocean beyond and then far in the west the great roiling storm barriers that fried all living things and non-living things too. 

Early in its existence the Flats acquired an obvious name for terraces overlooking the sea were ideal spots to pause and gaze at the surf while pondering what one might do with it. Such a pondering pause could only blossom into loafing spots needing shade, then shelters, followed by more substantial structures made from pinewood. It all happened around the great sweep of Blossom Bay naturally enough. With the mining in the hills in full swing the settlement mushroomed into every kind of shop and store, spilling to north and south along narrow slopes that reached almost to the very sand. 

Those who struck it rich amid the diggings built splendid beachfront mansions that stretched up the coast to where forested land touched the shoreline, or cliff-top residences in the south, daring occasional stormy seas to eat away at foundations. 

Things went along nicely until the boom became a bust, the mine workings dried up and the frenzy of sudden wealth settled into a more sedate frenzy of just getting rich any old how. All which failed to answer one of the curious puzzles of Frangea. 
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